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When we inquire into the status of obstetrics on the American
Continent before the coming of the Colonists, our investigation leads
us into the realm of obstetrics in primitive races. The methods in
use among the Indians of North America are, therefore, interesting
only from the ethnological standpoint. Benjamin Rush, in speaking
of Indian women, observed that "nature is their only midwife.
Their labors are short, accompanied with little pain. Each woman
is delivered in aprivate cabin, without so much as one of her own sex
to attend her. After washing herself in cold water, she returns in
a few days to her usual employment, so that she knows nothing of
those accidents which proceed from the carelessness or ill manage-
ment of midwives, or those weaknesses which arise from a month's
confinement in a warm room." With but slight variations, this
statement probably holds true for the whole history of Indian
obstetrics in America.
Obstetrics in America had its beginnings in the endeavors of
those midwives who were brought to this country to practise their
art. The first midwives were undoubtedly those who had previously
practised abroad. In the Journal of John Winthrop (Sr.), we read,
under date of January 1, 1630, while aboard the ship Arabella, that
a "woman in our ship fell in travail, and we sent and had a midwife
out of the Jewel" (an accompanying vessel). In the early record
of New Haven Colony, we find Widow Potter, Widow Bradley, and
Goodwife Beecher named as holding the position of midwife in the
community. Their calling was held in proper esteem, if we may
judge by a record dated January 28, 1655, when "it was ordered by
the whole town that while the Widow Bradley continueth in the
town, and is employed as a midwife, wherein she hath been very
helpful specially to the farms, and doth not refuse when called to it,
she shall have a house and home lot, which may be convenient for
her rent free."
The earliest practitioner of medicine in Massachusetts was
Samuel Fuller, who was among the passengers on the Mayflower,
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1620, and it is interesting to note that his wife was held in great
esteem as a midwife. A well-known midwife of Boston was Ruth
Barnaby, who practised her art for over 40 years, and died at the
age of 101. The practise of obstetrics in that day was apparendy
conducive to longevity, for in 1730 there was published in Philadel-
phia an "ellegy on the death of the Ancient, Venerable and useful
matron and midwife, Mrs. Mary Brodwell, who rested from her
labors January 2nd, 1730, age 100 and one day." The following
epitaph from the Phipps Street burying-ground at Charlestown,
Massachusetts, is often quoted for its oddity:
Here lyes Interred Ye Body of
Mrs. Elizabeth Phillips, who
was born in Westminster, in Great Britain & Commission'd by John
Lord Bishop of London, in Ye Year
1718 to ye office of a Midwife:-
to this Country, in Ye Year 1719, & by
ye Blessing of God, has brought into
this world above 3000 children,
Died May 6, 1761-age 76 years.
Unquestionably, the most celebrated of the early colonial mid-
wives was Anne Hutchinson. She and her husband came from Eng-
land to Boston in 1634. At that time she was 34 years of age and
was said to be a "woman very helpful in the times of childbirth, and
other occasions of bodily infirmities, and well furnished with means
for those purposes." John Cotton says, "She did much good in our
towns, woman's meetings, childbirth-travels, good discourse about
their spiritual estates." However, Anne Hutchinson was allowed to
remain in Boston for only four years, as her religious tenets did not
seem to be suited to the minds of her fellow townsmen. She held
weekly religious meetings at her house, at which she would preach
and pray; meetings which seemed to be something in the nature of
a revival. Because of this and other activities, she was finally
summoned before the General Court of Massachusetts, excommuni-
cated, and banished. Among her misfortunes may be accounted her
attendance upon her friend, Mary Dyer, who was delivered of an
anencephalic monster. Her superstitious neighbors were at once
filled with all sorts of conjectures as to the cause of this calamity,
and John Winthrop records that, "At Boston in New England, upon
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the 17th day of October 1637 the wife of William Dyer, sometimes
a citizen and Milliner of London a very proper and comely young
woman was delivered of a large woman Childe, it was stillborn,
about two moneths before her time, the Childs having life a few
houres before the delivery, but so monstrous and misshapen as the
like has scarce been heard of; it had no head but a face, which stood
so low upon the breast, as the eares (which were like an apes) grew
upon the shoulders." This event occupied a prominent place in the
trial of Anne Hutchinson, and Winthrop writes, "The midwife, per-
sonally after this discovery went out of the jurisdiction, and indeed
it was time for her to be gone, for it was known, that she used to
give young women oil of Mandrakes and other Stuff to cause con-
ception and she grew into great suspicion to be a witch, for it was
creditably reported that, when she gave any medicines (for she
practised physick), she would ask the party if she believed she could
help her etc." Indeed, after Anne Hutchinson had left the Colony,
there seemed to be no respite, for she is said to have passed a hyda-
tidiform mole, which greatly disturbed the Governor and his asso-
ciates, and Mr. Charles, a physician who practised in Rhode Island,
where she had gone, was by the written solicitation of the Governor
requested to describe it. The Rev. Thomas Weld, who was appar-
ently not among her few friends, described her as "of a haughty and
fierce carriage, of a nimble wit and active spirit and a very voluble
tongue, more bold than a man, though in understanding and judg-
ment inferior to many women."
The tragic end of this Boston midwife is well known. After'
leaving Rhode Island, she went to Long Island and from thence to
Pelham, where, during an Indian raid, she was murdered. Her
name, however, has been memorialized in the beautiful Hutchinson
River Parkway near New York City.
In towns which were without the services of a midwife, many
times an invitation was extended to those practising elsewhere. We
find that the wife of Samuel Fuller was invited by the town of
Rehoboth on July 3, 1663, "to come and dwell among us, so attend
on the office of midwife to answer the town's necessity which at
present is great." This was the third Mrs. Fuller, who came to this
country in 1623 and was probably the first to practise midwifery in
the Colony. Not only was the obstetrical need of Rehoboth great,
but when we consider the size of the families of those days, we
realize that this was a condition which was probably general. Those
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were the days of early marriages and large families, and unless a
woman was married very young, she presently became an "old
maid". Packer quotes John Higginson as writing of some ladies,
that they "are like to continue ancient maids, Sarah being 25 or 26
years old". Tyler, in his History of American Literature says, "A
typical household of New England was one of patriarchal populous-
ness." One of the causes sometimes given for the high death-rate
among children is the extreme youth of the parents. The first
Governor of Massachusetts, John Winthrop, was twice a widower
and seven times a father by the time he was 27. It was not unusual
for girls to have three or four children before they were out of their
teens.
Although large families, even to 26 children of a single mother,
are recorded we find, if we consult genealogical records, that the
infant and maternal mortality was very great. Andrews says, "Many
mothers died early, and often in childbirth. An instance is given of
a burying-ground near Bath, Maine, in which were the graves of ten
married women, eight ofwhom had died between the ages of 22 and
30, probably as a result of large families and overwork." Second,
third, and fourth marriages were almost the rule.
In the colony at Manhattan, the first obstetrical attendants were
known as the "Ziezkenstroosters". These were women trained for
nursing, and gave both physical and spiritual consolation to the sick.
Unquestionably, they attended women in childbirth. In 1635 a
house was built on Pearl Street for Trynte Jonas, who had been sent
there by the West India Company. Rather early, however, it was
evident that these Ziezkenstroosters were no longer satisfactory to
the people, for special arrangements with regard to midwives were
made. They were still counted among Ziezkenstroosters or com-
forters of the sick, but they also enjoyed special privileges and were
usually paid a rather liberal salary. One of the first of these was
Eva Pietersen Evertsen, who received a definite salary from the
Dutch West India Company. In 1655, Hellegond Joris was
appointed a midwife, and five years later was voted a salary of 100
guilders a year. The practise of obstetrics by midwives in New
York City seems to have been general during the entire seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Early in the eighteenth century the city
passed a series of ordinances in order to prevent various abuses which
probably existed. The text of this ordinance is interesting.
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It is ordained that no woman within this corporation shall exercise the
employment of midwife until she hath taken oath [the terms of which are
prescribed] before the Mayor, Recorder, or an Alderman to the following
effect. That she will be diligent and ready to help any woman in labor,
whether poor or rich; that in time of necessity she will not forsake the poor
woman and go to the rich; that she will not cause or suffer any woman
to name or put any other father to the child, but only him which is the very
true father thereof, indeed according to the utmost of her power; that she
will not suffer any woman to pretend to be delivered of a child who is not
indeed, neither to claim any other woman's child for her own; that she will
not suffer any woman's child to be murdered or hurt; and as often as she
shall see in peril or jeopardy, either in the mother or child, she will call in
other midwives for councel; that she will not administer any medicine to
produce miscarriage; that she will not enforce a woman to give more for
her services than is right; that she will not collude to keep secret the birth
of a child; will be of good behaviour; will not conceal the birth of bastards;
etc.
Although, as before stated, the use of midwives was very general
up until the beginning of the nineteenth century, still we have an
occasional record of a male practitioner. On July 22, 1745, we find
the record of the death of a doctor of medicine and a man midwife
who was but 28 years old. The death notice reads: "Last night died
in the prime of life, to the most universal regret and sorrow to this
city, Mr. John Dupuy, M.D., a Man Midwife in which last charac-
ter may be truly said as David did of Goliath's sword 'there is none
like him'."
One of the most interesting of colonial records giving a side-light
on the practise of midwifery is contained in the well-known diary of
Samuel Sewall. A few of the entries made by that worthy Judge
follow:
April 1, 1677. About Two of the Clock at night I waked and perceived
my wife ill: asked her to call Mother. She said I should goe to prayer.
then she would tell me. Then I rose, lighted a Candle at Father's fire,
that had been raked up from Saturday night, kindled a Fire in the chamber,
and after 5 when our folks up, went and gave Mother warning. She came
and bad me call the Midwife, Goodwife Weeden, which I did. But my
Wives pains went away in a great measure after she was up; toward night
came on again, and about a quarter of an hour after ten at night, April 2,
Father and I sitting in the great Hall, heard the child cry, whereas we were
afraid 'twould have been 12 before she would have been brought to Bed.
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Went home with the Midwife about 2 o'clock, carrying her Stool, whoes
parts were included in a Bagg. Met with the Watch at Mr. Rocks Brew
house, who bad us stand, enquired what we were. I told the Woman's
occupation, so they bad God bless our labours, and let us pass. The first
Woman the Child sucked was Bridget Davenport.
April 3. Cousin Flint came to us. She said we ought to lay scarlet on
the Child's head for that it had received some harm. Nurse Hurd watches.
April 4. Clear cold weather. Goodwife Ellis watches. April 7, Saturday,
first laboured to cause the child suck his mother, which he scarce did at all.
In the afternoon my Wife set up, and he sucked the right Breast bravely,....
An interesting item concerning edampsia is to be found in the
entry of December 12, 1685, which reads:
Satterday, Decr. 12, '85. ...
Esther Kein at her Time, falls into Convulsion Fits, and dyes last
Thorsday: No likelihood of the Child's being born.
An illuminating entry concerning midwives is found on:
Friday, JanY 16. [1701/2] My Wife Treats her Midwife and Woman:
Had a good Dinner, Boil'd Pork, Beef, Fowls; very good Rost Beef,
Turkey-Pye, Tarts. Madam Usher carv'd, Mrs. Haiiah Greenlef; Ellis,
Cowell, Wheeler, Johnson, and her daughter Cole, Mrs. Hill our Nurses
Mother, Nurse Johnson, Hill, Hawkins, Mrs. Goose, Deming, Green, Smith,
Hatch, Blin. Comfortable, moderat wether: and with a good fire in the
Stove warm'd the Room.
One gains a rather vivid picture of the lying-in chiamber with a
half-dozen women attendants from the following:
Jany 31. [1703/4] Second day of the week, about four hours before
day, my Daughter Hirst was delivered of a Living lively Daughter. Her
mother went to her after the forenoon exercise Jany 30. Mother Hirst
came the evening before. We have an Answer of Peace to our many
Prayers. Laus Deo. Mrs. Wakefield was Midwife. Madam Usher,
Pemberton, Hubbard, Welsteed, Nurse Johnson assisted. Nurse is from
Salem.
The records of obstetrics in the southern colonies show the con-
ditions to have been practically identical with those of the north.
The seventeenth century Virginia midwives perhaps were not so
illustrious as their northern sisters, but they were, nevertheless, busy,
for in that Colony, also, large families were the rule. John
Thurston records in an old book in 1652 that his wife has been
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delivered of a daughter "who was Baptized ye next day and named
Rachell by Mr. Joseph Brint Mindister, Mres Haywood, midwife,
and Sister Rebby Gossp, being my 20th child." Dr. W. E. Blanton,
who has made such admirable contributions on seventeenth century
medicine in Virginia, makes the point that until the principles of
antisepsis and the causes of puerperal sepsis were known, the use of
the midwife was perhaps safer than the obstetrician. The over-
zealous physician was apt to examine his patient before delivery, and
thus introduce an infection which would not have occurred if he had
just waited, as did the women. Dr. W. A. Plecker, of the Virginia
Bureau of Vital Statistics, has demonstrated this in an analysis of
available statistics for death from puerperal sepsis in the negro and
white races before 1860. He was able to show a much higher
mortality among the whites attended by doctors than among the
negroes attended by midwives.
The fees of the midwives in Virginia were somewhat different,
for we find that Goodwife Thorpe, midwife, had a regular fee of
100 lbs. of tobacco for her services, and the Widow Hollis was paid
12 hens for obstetrical services in 1634. In Virginia, also, we find
that midwives were occasionally called upon to serve upon juries,
when the question of pregnancy was involved. Thus, in 1633,
Margaret Hatch, who was sentenced to be hanged for murdering her
child, pleaded pregnancy, but a "Jury of Matrons" found her "not
pregnant". As in Massachusetts, we find that the midwife was
popularly associated with witchcraft. The mystery of her profession
seemed to have great effect upon the imagination of her neighbors,
and an instance of the superstition regarding them is found in a
Virginia record, which tells ofLieutenant Giles Allington, who testi-
fied: "He had spoken to Goodwiefe Wrighte for to bringe his Wiefe
to bedd, but said Goodwiefe beinge left handed, his Wiefe desired
him to gett Mrs. Grave to be her Midwiefe. Wch. this deponent
did, and ... saide Goodwiefe Wrighte went awaye from his howse
very much discontented, in regarde the other Midwiefe has brought
his Wiefe to bedd."
The practise of obstetrics in the English colonies in America was
naturally a reflection of the system in use in the mother country.
There the delivery of women was so entirely in the hands of mid-
wives that only in the most unusual cases were men called in to
assist. Some idea of the influence of the midwives may be gathered
from the fact that in 1634 it was necessary for Peter Chambetlen,
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although a Fellow of six years' standing of the powerful College of
Physicians, to secure a special license by the Bishop of London to
practise midwifery. This was in spite of the fact that Act 32,
Henry VIII, Clause 3, stated that the science of physic included the
knowledge of surgery and gave the right to practise "physick in all
and every his members and parts". Although the first original work
on midwifery to be published by an English author was by William
Harvey, in 1653, still it was not until nearly 100 years after this
date that any lying-in hospitals for women were found in Great
Britain. An examination of obstetrical works during that period
shows them to be written almost exdusively for women. Thus we
find "The Expert Midwife", 1637 (English translation of Rueff);
"The Woman's Doctour", 1652 (English translation of Fontanus);
"The Directory for Midwives", by Anne Culpeper, 1651; "Specu-
lum Matricis, or the Expert Midwives Handmaid", by J. Wolver-
idge, 1671; "The Ladies Companion, or the English Midwife", by
Sermon, 1671; and "A Present to Teeming Women", by Oliver,
1688.
It was before the forceps became generally known, which was
about 1733, that the practise of midwifery in Britain was almost
wholly in the hands of midwives, and such published works on the
subject were very meager and very poor. After the secret of the
forceps became known, the practise of midwifery began to be taken
up by the male practitioner, under such titles as "Men Midwives",
"Physician Men Midwives", "Surgeon Men Midwives", "Extra-
ordinary Men Midwives", or "Andro-boethogynists". The dis-
turbance among the midwives at this innovation can be imagined,
and the controversies which raged in both England and France over
the men midwives was long and bitter.
It is not surprising that obstetrics as an art and a science received
so little attention from the early colonists when we find that it was
not until the middle of the eighteenth century that medical men
either in Europe or the Colonies began to accord to it a place in the
practise of medicine. The first medical school instruction was given
in the University of Edinburgh, in 1726, and this teaching was con-
fined solely to the midwives. Midwifery was not recognized as
belonging to the duties of the practitioner. Even the great obstetri-
cal genius, William Smellie, is said to have begun his career as a
cloth merchant and practitioner of midwifery at Lanark. In Valen-
tine's Manual, we read that "before the Revolution Dr. Atwood is
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remembered as the first Dr. who had the hardihood to proclaim him-
self as a midwife: it was deemed a scandal to some delicate ears, and
Mrs. Grany Brown, with her fees of two and three dollars, was still
deemed choice of all who thought women should be modest." It is
probable that the public knowledge of the use of the forceps in 1733
had much to do with thebeginnings of the practise of the art by men.
It was inevitable after this instrument had become known that men
should be called in in difficult cases, and so even in the early days
there were a few pioneers in the Colonies who laid the true stepping-
stones of American obstetrics. Among these early men must be
mentioned Dr. John Moultrie, of South Carolina, who began his
practise in 1733, of whom Thacher says, "He was especially dis-
tinguished for his skill in obstetrics, and his death was regarded as a
public calamity, several of the ladies of Charleston bedewed his
grave with tears; and went into mourning on the occasion. The
year after his decease was distinguished by the death of several
women in childbirth. While he lived they thoughtthemselvessecure
of the best assistance in the power of man or of art, in cases of
extremity. In losing him they lost their hopes. Depressive fears
sunk their spirits, and in an unusual number of cases produced fatal
consequences."
The first public teacher in this country was Dr. William Shippen,
of Philadelphia. His first course was delivered in 1762, while Dr.
John V. B. Tenent gave instruction about the same time in New
York. Largely through the efforts of these two men, midwifery
began to assume its place as a science and to be taught as a regular
branch of medical education. In the Pennsylvania Gazette of
January 1, 1765, we find the following advertisement:
Dr. Shippen, Jr., having been lately called to the assistance of a
number of women in the country in difficult labors, most of which were
made so by the unskilful old women about them: the poor women having
suffered extremely, and their innocent little ones being entirely destroyed,
whose lives might have been easily saved by proper management: and being
informed of several desperate cases in the different neighborhoods which had
proved fatal to the mothers as well as to their infants, and were attended
with the most painful circumstances, too dismal to be related! He thought it
his duty immediately to begin his intended Courses in Midwifery, and has
prepared a proper apparatus for that purpose, in order to instruct those
women who have virtue enough to own their ignorance and apply for
instruction, as well as those young gentlemen now engaged in the study of
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that useful and necessary branch of surgery, who are taking pains to qualify
themselves to practice in different parts of the country with safety and
advantage to their fellow citizens.
Shippen went so far as to provide for a few poor women "con-
vnient lodgings" which was practically a lying-in hospital. He also
informed his prospective pupils that he would "be able to present
each of you with one natural labor at least, and have provided a
machine, by which I can demonstrate all kinds of laborious and pre-
ternatural labors, and so give every necessary direction to enable you
to manage all cases with the greatest safety to mother and child."
Shippen points out the qualifications necessary in a man midwife "to
make him an adept in his profession, and to gain the good opinion of
the female world." He further recommends "a grave deportment
with well timed conversation but avoiding religiously any jokes or
jests about the patient or profession."
One of the important pioneers in obstetrics was Dr. James Lloyd,
of Boston, who, like Shippen, had studied with Smellie and Hunter.
He began practise in the town of Boston about 1750, and specialized
in obstetrics and surgery. According to J. M. Toner, Lloyd was
the first surgeon in America to use ligatures instead of searing
wounds with the actual cautery. He had many pupils, among whom
were Dr. Joseph Warren and Dr. Isaac Rand. The latter did much
to supplement his master's efforts in establishing obstetrics as a
proper branch of medical practise.
That "man midwifery" had made progress early in Boston is
witnessed by the following advertisement from the Boston Evening
Post of November 10, 1781:
The physicians of the town of Boston, hereby inform the ptiblic, that,
in Consideration of the great fatigue and inevitable injury to their Constitu-
tion, in the Practice of Midwifery, as well as the necessary interruption of
other Branches of their Profession, they shall, for the future, expect that in
Calls of this kind, the Fee be immediately discharged.
Thus, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, we see obstet-
rics beginning to come into its own. It was to be only a short time
before the teaching in medical schools was to be put on an equal
basis with the other branches of medicine. It is not within the scope
of the present paper to speak of the beginnings of obstetrical teaching
in this country, however fascinating that subject may be. At the
present time, we can truthfully say that midwives in America have
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had their day. That their work should have been supplanted by
more scientific obstetrics in the hands of men was inevitable, because
of prevailing conditions in the Colonies. It is only within compara-
tively recent years that we have had institutions devoted to the care
of women in childbirth. Had such institutions been in existence here
as they were abroad at the time when men were taking upthepractise
of obstetrics, unquestionably the present midwife system which
obtains in England and which has many excellent points might have
developed in this country. It is also interesting to speculate, in view
of the present discussion of the midwife system, as to whether or
not properly-trained and well-supervised midwives may not at some
future time be reestablished in this country.
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